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THE CLASSES

TodaysMeet is a web-based chat tool that enables
presenters to engage the “backchannel,” something it defines as
“everything going on in the room that isn’t coming from the
presenter” (Socol, 2008). The backchannel usually occurs
between audience members in ways that are unobserved (or
ignored) by the presenter: quizzical looks, passed notes, and
whispered conversations. A TodaysMeet chat room is a place
for the audience to express their thoughts in a more visible way.
It is a place to pose questions, give feedback, and contribute to
the general conversation of the presentation. Presenters are
encouraged to observe this backchannel and adjust their
presentation accordingly. This can be done by clarifying an
issue that has caused confusions, further exploring a topic that
has stirred interest, and allowing audience members’ offerings
to enter the conversation. The goal behind all of this is that
presenters can turn the potentially distracting backchannel into
something that increases their audience’s participation and
enhances their presentation.

Creating a TodaysMeet chat room is very simple.
Presenters
log
onto
the
TodaysMeet
homepage
(http://www.todaysmeet.com), create a chat room for their
presentation, and set an expiration date for that room.
TodaysMeet then creates a unique URL for that chat room.
Anyone with that URL can join the chat. TodaysMeet also
allows users to download a transcript of a chat. For my classes,
I would create a chat room and display the URL for students at
the front of the classroom, as well as on any handouts I gave
them. After the session was over, I would download a transcript
of the chat for my records.

During instruction sessions, I regularly face the
challenge of keeping students engaged and on-task. I wanted to
see if TodaysMeet would increase student participation in these
sessions by providing them with a different way to
communicate with each other and with me. I also wanted to see
if TodaysMeet would decrease the distraction that technology
(primarily students’ mobile phones, but also the computers they
use during instruction) usually causes by keeping them
occupied and less tempted to wander to non-library websites. I
was aware that this tool had the potential to become one more
technological distraction, but I was willing to give it a try. I
discovered that TodaysMeet did increase the level of student
engagement, but not always in the way I had anticipated.

I used TodaysMeet in several classes during one
academic year. These classes ranged from ten to twenty
students and contained a mix of sophomores, juniors, and
seniors. I used TodaysMeet for three primary purposes:
soliciting research topics, answering questions, and assisting in
navigation through library resources. TodaysMeet proved to be
very valuable for each of these purposes, and even offered some
advantages over my traditional approach.
When I asked students to type their research topics into
TodaysMeet, I received a far greater number of responses than
I have ever received by asking students to state their topics out
loud. I was able to see all these topics at once, and was free to
select one to enter into a search engine. This was a more
comfortable experience than waiting for students to say topics
and picking the best one. I felt more impartial choosing from a
list of topics (although students would sometimes proudly claim
their topic when it was chosen). The lists of topics also provided
an opportunity to discuss search strategies, like identifying key
words that students could use to find information on their topic.
Additionally, having a list of topics proved useful to faculty
members, several of whom said that they would use the lists to
teach toward their students’ interests.
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As with research topics, I collected a greater number
of questions through TodaysMeet than I normally receive. I was
able to answer these questions and provide supplemental
information in the chat if necessary. I was also able to post links
and other information into the chat when assisting students with
navigating through the library’s website and databases. The
chat transcript could later serve as a resource for students to
consult later. It also gave me a record of topics that students had
questions about.

Figure 5: Students help each other navigate
library resources

Figure 1: Librarian asks Fashion students what
brands they are doing market research on

Figure 2: Librarian clarifies terminology in the
library’s discovery tool

Figure 6: Students discuss their assignment as it
relates to their class

Figure 3: Librarian provides a link to additional
information in response to a question about
interlibrary loan

Figure 4: Anthropology students discuss
research topics

What was most gratifying about the entire
TodaysMeet experience was observing students having their
own conversations about what we were discussing in class.
There were instances when students inquired about each other’s
research and offered comments or suggestions to their
classmates. When a student lost their way during class, their
classmates were able to point them in the right direction. (These
occurrences were also helpful to me, since they served as a
reminder to watch my pace giving instructions.) Students were
also able to answer each other’s questions about their classes
and the assignments they had come to the library to research,
questions that I would not have been able to answer. All these
side conversations contributed toward students’ enjoyment of
the class without detracting from the presentation.
TodaysMeet did bring a few negative experiences,
however. First of all, while setting up a TodaysMeet chat is
quite easy, the tool proved time-consuming whenever a student
arrived late to class. With each late arrival, I needed to pause to
direct them to the chat room and explain the purpose and the
rules of the chat, all in addition to getting them caught up on the
presentation. As I had feared, there were occasions when
students moved the backchannel conversation outside of the
topic of library research. One experience was especially
troubling when the faculty member caught wind of students’
distracting behavior and interrupted the class to reprimand
them. The students then began making disparaging remarks
about the instructor in the chat. Needless to say, the professor
left the session with a negative opinion of TodaysMeet.
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LESSONS LEARNED
During the trial period, I was willing to bring
TodaysMeet into any class I taught. The variety of class sizes
and demographics allowed me to discover the optimal class to
introduce to TodaysMeet. I learned that TodaysMeet worked
best in smaller classes (fewer than fifteen students). Classes
with upperclassmen were more likely to stay on-topic and have
a richer discussion. Lowerclassmen were more likely to misuse
the chat and get off-topic.
The attitude of the professor also greatly affected the
success of TodaysMeet. When a professor was absent from the
classroom, or took a hands-off approach to the chat, students
were civil. When a professor disapproved of students’ behavior
in the chat and attempted to chastise them, the situation only
became worse.
Another thing that strongly impacted the quality of a
chat was the amount of explanation I gave before the chat
began. Before each chat, I explained that I would be bringing
up the chat on the projector periodically during class, and that
it would be visible online for a certain amount of time, and
permanently in a transcript. I also explained what I expected
students to contribute: their research topics, questions about the
library, comments pertaining to the instruction session, etc. In
the beginning, I knew there was a chance that students would
use TodaysMeet to talk about non-library topics, but I assumed
that the knowledge that chats would be visible to their peers and
instructors (myself included) would prevent students from
putting anything too inappropriate into the chat. I found that
such was not always the case, so I became firmer in my
warnings against unsuitable behavior. The more explicit I was
with my instructions, the more likely students were to stay ontopic.

RECOMMENDATIONS
Before deciding which class to bring TodaysMeet into,
librarians must determine if TodaysMeet is suitable for their
teaching style at all. The idea behind TodaysMeet is to adapt
one’s presentation to meet the audience’s needs. If a librarian is
not comfortable with the idea of live searching based upon
students’ topics, altering what they discuss to address students’
concerns, and generally opening up their presentation to
change, then TodaysMeet is not an ideal tool. TodaysMeet also
involves a good deal of multitasking, requiring librarians to
monitor and contribute to the chat while delivering their
presentation. If a librarian suspects that this would detract from
their instruction, it would be best to not include TodaysMeet.

a class to see if it is a good candidate for TodaysMeet. As I
stated before, the classes with the most successful chats were
small ones consisting predominantly of upperclassmen. Of
course, it is not a universal rule that all upperclassmen are wellbehaved, or that lowerclassmen cannot be trusted with new
technology. Librarians may need to do their own tests with
varying class sizes and classifications to find what population
is suitable for them.
Librarians should also consider the professor of the
class and whether that professor is likely to be comfortable with
the idea of TodaysMeet. Like librarians, there are some
professors that prefer a traditional classroom environment.
Librarians should consider how well they know the professor,
as well. If a professor has an existing relationship with their
librarian, and trusts in their ability to deliver a successful
instruction session, that professor may be more amenable some
experimentation.
Once a librarian has selected a class for TodaysMeet,
they should take great care to explain to their students their
expectations. This includes explaining the basics of the chat
room: Who can view it, how long it will be active, and how it
can become a permanent record. The librarian also needs to be
clear what students should contribute in the chat, as well as what
they should not. Although it may seem like common sense that
students should refrain from inappropriate conversation, it still
needs to be stated.
Finally, a librarian must be aware that, while these
strategies can help foster a productive TodaysMeet session,
they cannot guarantee it. A librarian using TodaysMeet must be
comfortable with giving their students a certain amount of
power. The librarian must be able to encourage them to use that
power to enhance their learning, and deal with the repercussions
when they use it as a distraction. This requires a significant
amount of interpersonal skills, as well as a sense of humor.
There is a certain amount of risk involved in using TodaysMeet,
since it certainly decreases the amount of predictability in the
classroom. However, my experience has led me to believe that
it is worth the risk. That is because, as a tool to increase student
engagement with library instruction, TodaysMeet did not just
meet my expectations, it exceeded them.
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If a librarian does decide to incorporate TodaysMeet
into their instruction, they must consider a few elements about
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